tries have advantages concerning the competitiveness factor (four subindices and fourteen pillars within the TTCI) in comparison with the top 15 European countries. The intention is to find the factors that are critical for T&T competitiveness in the CEE countries, those that are a priority of the development policy and need urgent improvements to cut the gap between these countries and the top 15 European destinations in the future. This analysis and its outcomes should give guidance to policy makers in defining development goals and improving all pillars for T&T development and competitiveness. For the purpose of accomplishing the task, the paper incorporates three main segments. In the first section, the paper deals with the problems of T&T competitiveness and specifies the various determinants of competitiveness. The research method is presented in the second part of the paper. The third part of the paper refers to the research results and discussions.
Theoretical Background
The concept of competitiveness attracts attention and remains at the focus of analysis of many researchers and professionals in various industries. Competitiveness is one of the key issues for the tourism and an important area for policy makers in creating strategies for the T&T development in both the developed and less developed tourism countries (Ayikoru, 2015) . One of the widely accepted definitions of tourism competitiveness is the OECD definition: "Tourism competitiveness for a destination is about the ability of place to optimize its attractiveness for residents and non-residents, to deliver quality, innovative, and attractive (e.g., providing good value for money) tourist services to consumers and to gain market shares on the domestic and global marketplaces, while ensuring that the available resources supporting tourism are used efficiently and in a sustainable way" (Dupeyras & MacCallum, 2013, p. 7) .
Improving the competitiveness of tourist destinations is an especially important issue for the advancement of both T&T competitiveness and country competitiveness (Krstić, Jovanović & Stanišić, 2014) . Every tourist destination has to develop a set of competitive advantages (Cîrstea, 2014; Raun, Ahas & Tiru, 2016 ). Ritchie and Crouch point out that the "nature of competitiveness and sustainability is in constant evolution" (Ritchie & Crouch, 2003, p. 8) . In addition, "there is an urgent need for sustainable competitiveness. The consideration of the internal public in tourism destination development and marketing leads to the preservation of natural environment and the cultural identity of the destination" (Vodeb, 2012, p. 276 ).
Some authors emphasize other important dimensions of competitiveness in tourism, such as policy or technological advances (Bălan, Balauru & Vegheş, 2009 ). Cooper, Fletcher, Fyall, Gilbert and Wanhill (2008) discuss the importance of both developing and supporting the activities of the destination, but also of keeping and protecting the existing resources of importance to tourism destinations. Ritchie and Crouch (2003) present the model of destination competitiveness. They suggest that tourism is open and that it is influenced by a number of factors from both micro and macro environments. In this model, the key elements are (Ritchie & Crouch, 2003, p. 63 ): qualifying and amplifying determinants; destination policy, planning and development; destination management; core resources and attractors; and supporting factors and resources.
The fact that "tourism managers must identify and explore competitive advantages and analyse the destination's competitive position" (Lin & Huang, 2009, p. 270 ) stresses the importance of the analysis of destination competitiveness. "For effective tourism management it is essential for the destination to be able to determine the points (factors) where certain management interventions (marketing, development, etc.) can help achieve or maintain this success" (Papp & Raffay, 2011, p. 23) .
"The most important is the ability of the tourism sector for higher value added, but the value to its products" (Bobiră & Cristureanu, 2006, p. 10). This view is found also in the study by Hassan (2000) . He believes that the destination competitiveness is "the destination's ability to create and integrate value added products that sustain its resources, while maintaining market position relative to its competitors" (Hassan, 2000, p. 240 ). This author emphasizes the importance of the environmental component of competitiveness in tourism. Mihalič (2000) also deals with this issue and notes that "destination environmental competitiveness can be increased by appropriate managerial efforts related to environmental impact and environmental quality management. Secondly, the destination competitiveness can be enhanced through certain environmental marketing activities" (Mihalič, 2000, p. 65 ).
In order to create an adequate framework for the tourism competitiveness evaluation of a country, it is necessary to find a set of indicators. Thus, according to the OECD, the key relevant indicators for policy makers in the evaluation of the country tourism competitiveness are the following (Dupeyras & MacCallum, 2013, pp. 7-8) : tourism direct gross domestic product, inbound tourism revenues per visitor by source market, overnight in all types of accommodation, exports of tourism services, labour productivity in tourism services, purchasing power parity and tourism prices, country entry visa requirements, natural resources and biodiversity, cultural and creative resources, visitor satisfaction, national tourism action plan. This systematic indicator framework is important since it provides the basis for a benchmarking method which is applied in this paper. Kozak and Rimmington (1999) also write about the importance of benchmarking and point out that "much management effort goes into establishing strategies and operating procedures which will lead to competitive advantage and to measuring performance against key competitors through benchmarking initiatives" (Kozak & Rimmington, 1999, p. 273 ).
Crouch and Ritchie (1999) provide conceptual frameworks for monitoring tourism competitiveness. They show three levels of competition (companies & products, national industries, and national economies) and four elements of competitiveness (the structure, the level of the territory, the stakes, and the tools) (Crouch & Ritchie, 1999, p. 141 ). Navickas and Malakauskaite (2009) also deal with the analysis of the factors that impact competitiveness. They point out that the destination competitiveness is particularly important for countries that want to increase their share on the fast growing tourism market. The methodology for measuring the T&T competitiveness of the World Economic Forum (WEF) systematizes the key factors into 4 subindices, i.e., into 14 pillars to quantify the level of competitiveness of each country and rankings. Each of the pillars within the TTCI subindices consists of a number of indicators. The score of the pillar is obtained by measuring, transforming, and calculating the average score of variables. The range of the scores is from 1 to 7. Transforming the data, i.e., their ranking on a scale from 1 to 7 provides the comparison of the TTCI among countries.
As noted previously, the TTCI consists of four subindices: Enabling environment (A), T&T policy and enabling conditions (B), Infrastructure (C) and Natural and cultural resources (D). The subindex A within the TTCI is composed of five pillars: Business environment (P1), Safety and security (P2), Health and hygiene (P3), Human resources and labour market (P4) and ICT readiness (P5). The second subindex B has four pillars: Prioritization of travel and tourism (P6), International openness (P7), Price competitiveness (P8) and Environmental sustainability (P9). The third subindex C consists of the following three pillars: Air transport infrastructure (P10), Ground and port infrastructure (P11) and Tourist service infrastructure (P12). The last subindex D has two pillars: Natural resources (P13) and Cultural resources and business travel (P14). The TTCI is the unweighted average of the value of aforementioned subindices. Each pillar is measured by several indicators. The TTCI methodology calculates the score for each country on the basis of 90 indicators within 14 pillars. For example, the Business environment pillar consists of twelve indicators, the Safety and security pillar consists of five indicators, etc.
Research Methods
The subject of this research is to analyze the factors of T&T competitiveness in CEE and in European countries. The analysis of the T&T competitiveness determinants is based on the WEF methodology. The information basis for this research consists of the secondary data published in the Travel & Tourism Competitiveness Report 2015.
The focus of this paper is a group of the 15 CEE countries. It is a heterogeneous group of countries according to resources, geographical location, tourist offer and the number of tourists, the structure of tourists and other factors that determine the tourism sector development, the contribution of the tourism sector to the GDP and employment, as well as the competitive position of each country according to the TTCI. Taking into account the heterogeneity of this group of countries, the analysis of the level of T&T competitiveness in this paper does not pretend to specify and formulate a unified recommendation for the tourism development policy for the CEE group of countries. Namely, the research in this paper aims to identify the critical determinants of competitiveness (pillars in the TTCI methodology) for each country from the CEE group. Benchmarking is used to determine the critical pillars as segments of the tourism development pol-icy of CEE countries in the future period. Since the study covers 15 CEE countries, the authors define the group of top 15 European countries as a benchmarking group.
Evaluating of tourism sustainability and reshaping tourism strategies and activities using the benchmarking method is a challenging task for researchers. Nevertheless, benchmarking as a research method is very popular within the tourism industry (Wobër, 2002; Lennon, 2006; Corne, 2015) , particularly in the analysis of the tourist destination competitiveness. The term destination benchmarking can be taken into consideration as "the continuous measurement of the performance of tourist destinations (strengths and weaknesses) not only against itself or other destinations in the same or in a different country, but also against national/international quality grading systems by assessing both primary and secondary data for the purpose of establishing priorities, setting targets and gaining improvements in order to gain competitive advantage" (Kozak, 2004, p. 41) . Benchmarking gives opportunities for getting information for specifying implications and a more efficient decision-making of policy makers (Yasin, Alavi, Koubida & Small, 2011) . In addition to benchmarking, the following methods are used in this research: descriptive statistics and comparative analysis. Comparative analysis is used to determine the relative position of each country in a group of the CEE countries (by value of the TTCI and the pillar within the TTCI), compared to the average value of these indices and pillars for a group of the CEE countries.
Results and Discussions

Analysis of CEE Countries' Tourism Competitiveness -Considerations and Findings
The analysis of T&T competitiveness of the CEE countries is based on the data about rank and score of the TTCI. The WEF (2015) analyzes the performance of 141 economies. Table 1 shows the position of the CEE countries, according to rank and score of the TTCI. The best-ranked countries in the CEE are: Croatia (the first position in the group, the 33 rd place in the world), the Czech Republic (the second in the group, the 37 th in the world), Estonia (the third in the group, the 38 th place in the world), Slovenia (the fourth place in the group and the 39 th position in the world), and Hungary (the fifth place in the group, the 41 st place in the world). Croatia records the highest score of the TTCI among the CEE countries (4.30). Countries with the lowest score of the TTCI are Albania (3.22) and Serbia (3.34). The best-placed CEE country in the world rankings, Croatia, is located at the 33 rd place out of 141 analyzed countries, while the weakest positioned Albania lags behind Croatia by 73 positions, ranked the 106 th . The CEE countries that record a lower value of the TTCI compared to the average value of the TTCI are the following: Albania, Serbia, the FYR Macedonia, Montenegro, Romania, the Slovak Republic and Lithuania. Considering 141 countries analyzed by the WEF, with the exception of Albania, Serbia and the FYR Macedonia, all CEE countries are located in the first half of the TTCI ranking list. For the CEE countries, the average score of the Enabling environment subindex is 5.16, the T&T policy and enabling conditions subindex amounts to 4.27, the Infrastructure subindex is 3.89 and the Natural and cultural resource subindex is 2.28.
Analysis of Top 15 European Countries' Competitiveness as Group for Benchmarking
With the aim to analyse the T&T competitiveness of CEE countries, it is relevant to find the competitive position of the top 15 European countries with the highest value of the TTCI rank and score. The top 15 European countries are a benchmarking group of countries which serves for comparison to the CEE countries. Table 2 shows the scores and ranks according to pillars within the TTCI. Europe, with six countries in the top 10, continues to dominate the rankings (see Table 2 ). Spain records the highest score of the TTCI among 141 countries (5.31), followed by second-ranked France (5.24) and thirdranked Germany (5.22). The first three European countries are followed by United Kingdom, Switzerland, Italy, Austria, Netherlands, Portugal, Iceland, Ireland, Norway, Belgium, Finland and Sweden.
The results of descriptive statistics according to the score of the TTCI for the top 15 European countries in 2015 show that the minimum score of the TTCI is 4.45, the maximum score is 5.31, the standard deviation is 0.31, and the coefficient of variation is 6.54%. The average value of the TTCI score of the top 15 European countries is 4.80. Compared to the CEE countries, it means a big difference according to the average value of the TTCI score of the CEE countries (3.90 Enabling environment subindex is 5.65, the T&T policy and enabling conditions subindex is 4.41, the Infrastructure subindex is 5.21, and the Natural and cultural resources subindex is 3.93. This leads to the view that the CEE countries largely lag behind the top 15 European countries according to the TTCI score, and are also in a large backlog observing particularly the scores of four subindices within the TTCI. 
Comparative Analysis of Tourism Competitiveness Determinants Within the CEE Countries
To assess the achievements of the CEE countries in each pillar treated as tourism competitiveness determinants, the scores of 14 pillars within the TTCI for 2015 are presented in Table 3 . The information serves to understand the relative positions of countries according to each pillar compared to the best score, the average score of the CEE countries, as well as the best score and the average score of the top 15 European countries. Analyzing the CEE group of countries, the Health and hygiene pillar records the highest average value (6.21), followed by the Safety and security (5.69) and the Tourist service infrastructure (5.14). Nevertheless, bearing in mind that the maximum value of the pillar is 7.00, the CEE countries have many possibilities for improvement of almost all their performances that determine the T&T competitiveness.
Based on the above stated analysis, the list of critical pillars in the CEE countries that need to be the priority in development policies and improvements as soon as possible to reach the average value of the group can be determined (see Table 4 ). The total number of deviations below the average value of the TTCI (observed by pillars) shows that the worst positioned countries are Albania and Serbia (14 critical pillars), the FYR Macedonia (13 critical pillars), Romania (11 critical pillars), the Slovak Republic and Montenegro (9 critical pillars). By poorer performance compared to the average score of the CEE group, after the abovementioned countries, stand out Bulgaria, Lithuania and Slovenia with 7 critical pillars. All of these countries must necessarily make a lot of effort to make improvements that bring them closer to the average value of the CEE group of countries.
It is important to identify the pillars in which most CEE countries record a deviation. The Price competitiveness and the Natural resource pillars require intervention and improvement by the majority of countries in the analyzed CEE group (10 from 15 countries) (see Table 4 ).
The urgent actions for improving scores of the Health and hygiene, the Human resources and labour market, the Prioritization of travel & tourism, the Air transport infrastructure, the Tourist service infrastructure and the Cultural resource and business travel pillars are necessary in nine countries. The Safety and security, the ICT readiness and the Environmental sustainability are problematic and need corrective action in eight countries. Seven countries have to improve initiatives in the case of the Business environment and the Ground and port infrastructure pillars. The International openness requires improvement in six countries of the CEE group.
Benchmarking of Tourism Industry Competitiveness of CEE Countries in Relation to the Top 15 European Countries
The aim of this research segment is to show and analyze the critical pillars of the TTCI. Problematic pillars, according to their performances, require to be the priority of economic policy of the CEE countries. In order to determine the critical pillars it is necessary to perform the comparison of the average score of the pillars (1 to 14) for the CEE group of countries and the group of top 15 European countries.
The biggest gaps between the average scores of the top 15 European countries and the CEE countries are in the following pillars (see Table 3 ): Cultural resources and business travel (2.21), Air transport infrastruc-
Management
2016/80
Country
The critical pillars which show the deviations from the average score of the group of CEE countries
Number of critical pillars
Croatia P 1 , P 4 , P 6 , P 8 , P 9 5 Czech R. P 4 , P 8 , P 13 3 Estonia P 3 , P 7 , P 8 , P 13 , P 14 5 Slovenia P 1 , P 3 , P 4 , P 7 , P 8 , P 10 , P 14 7 Hungary P 5 , P 8 , P 12 , P 13 4 Poland P 3 , P 5 , P 6 , P 10 , P 11 , P 12 6 Bulgaria P 1 , P 2 , P 4 , P 5 , P 6 , P 10 , P 11 7 Latvia P 3 , P 12 , P 13 , P 14 4 Lithuania P 2 , P 6 , P 9 , P 10 , P 12 , P 13 , P 14 7 Slovak R. P 1 , P 2 , P 4 , P 6 , P 8 , P 9 , P 10 , P 12 , P 14 9 Romania P 1 , P 2 , P 3 , P 4 , P 5 , P 6 , P 9 , P 10 , P 11 , P 12 , P 13 11 Montenegro P 2 , P 3 , P 5 , P 7 , P 8 , P 9 , P 11 , P 13 , P 14 9 FYR Macedonia P 2 , P 3 , P 4 , P 5 , P 6 , P 7 , P 8 , P 9 , P 10 , P 11 , P 12 , P 13 , P 14 13 Serbia P 1 , P 2 , P 3 , P 4 , P 5 , P 6 , P 7 , P 8 , P 9 , P 10 , P 11 , P 12 , P 13 , P 14 14 Albania P 1 , P 2 , P 3 , P 4 , P 5 , P 6 , P 7 , P 8 , P 9 , P 10 , P 11 , P 12 , P 13 , P 14 14 ture (2.00), Ground and port infrastructure (1.26), Natural resources (1.05) and ICT readiness (0.81). These pillars are the priority areas for the CEE countries to improve performances and achieve a better place in the ranking list. Improvement in the aforementioned areas needs a large amount of investments, especially when it comes to air transport, ground and port infrastructure. The CEE countries lag at least when it comes to the Health and hygiene pillar. In this pillar, the difference of average scores is the lowest (0.07).
However, the CEE countries have a better average score than the average score of the top 15 European countries in the Price competitiveness pillar (see Table 3 ). Interestingly, all fifteen CEE countries show better performance in case of the Price competitiveness pillar. When it comes to Health and hygiene, countries such as Croatia, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Bulgaria, Lithuania and the Slovak Republic exceed the average of the top 15 European countries. For these countries the Austrian score of 6.97 may serve as a benchmark standard. Croatia, Bulgaria and Montenegro scored better results than the top 15 European countries average in the Tourist service infrastructure pillar. These countries can use an Austrian score of 6.83 as a target, i.e., the benchmark value in the development policy of tourism. The analysis of the pillars shows that all CEE countries deviate from the average score of the top 15 countries in the following pillars: International openness, Air transport infrastructure, Ground and port infrastructure, Natural resources, and Cultural resources and business travel (see Table 3 ). When it comes to Business environment, Safety and security, Human resources and labour market, ICT readiness, Prioritization of travel & tourism, and Environmental sustainability, fourteen CEE countries lag behind the average score of the top 15 European countries. According to the Tourist service infrastructure pillar, twelve CEE countries have a lower average score than the average score of the top 15 European countries. The purpose of this benchmarking is to find benchmark standards for the CEE countries which are relevant to guiding and defining development goals in the T&T. Benchmark standards are target levels that each country can set in the tourism development strategy.
Based on the earlier analysis, certain observations can be specified about the priorities in the development policy of each country from the CEE group. The criteria are based on the urgency or time priority. Firstly, the CEE countries should improve pillars in which they deviate from the average scores of the CEE countries. When they succeed in this, the aim should be the average score of the top 15 European countries. After they have reached that score, the CEE countries can set a higher goal -the level of performance of the best countries in the group of the top 15 European countries. The systematization of pillars is given in Table 5 . The third level priority of pillars -the benchmark is the best country among top 15 European countries Croatia P 1 , P 4 , P 6 , P 9 P 2 , P 5 , P 7 , P 10 , P 11 , P 13 , P 14 P 3 , P 12 Czech R. P 4 , P 13 P 1 , P 2 , P 5 , P 6 , P 7 , P 9 , P 10 , P 11 , P 12 , P 14 P 3 Estonia P 3 , P 7 , P 13 , P 14 P 2 , P 4 , P 9 , P 10 , P 11 , P 12 P 1 , P 5 , P 6 Slovenia P 1 , P 3 , P 4 , P 7 , P 10 , P 14 P 5 , P 6 , P 9 , P 11 , P 12 , P 13 P 2 Hungary P 5 , P 12 , P 13 P 1 , P 2 , P 4 , P 6 , P 7 , P 10 , P 11 , P 14 P 3 , P 9 Poland P 3 , P 5 , P 6 , P 10 , P 11 , P 12 P 1 , P 2 , P 4 , P 7 , P 9 , P 13 , P 14 -Bulgaria P 1 , P 2 , P 4 , P 5 , P 6 , P 10 , P 11 P 7 , P 9 , P 13 , P 14 P 3 , P 12 Latvia P 3 , P 12 , P 13 , P 14 P 1 , P 2 , P 5 , P 6 , P 7 , P 9 , P 10 , P 11 P 4 Lithuania P 2 , P 6 , P 9 , P 10 , P 12 , P 13 , P 14 P 1 , P 4 , P 5 , P 7 , P 11 P 3 Slovak R. P 1 , P 2 , P 4 , P 6 , P 9 , P 10 , P 12 , P 14 P 5 , P 7 , P 11 , P 13 P 3 Romania P 1 , P 2 , P 3 , P 4 , P 5 , P 6 , P 9 , P 10 , P 11 , P 12 , P 13 P 7 , P 14 -Montenegro P 2 , P 3 , P 5 , P 7 , P 9 , P 11 , P 13 , P 14 P 1 , P 4 , P 6 , P 10 P 12 FYR Macedonia P 2 , P 3 , P 4 , P 5 , P 6 , P 7 , P 9 , P 10 , P 11 , P 12 , P 13 , P 14 P 1 -Serbia P 1 , P 2 , P 3 , P 4 , P 5 , P 6 , P 7 , P 9 , P 10 , P 11 , P 12 , P 13 , P 14 --Albania P 1 , P 2 , P 3 , P 4 , P 5 , P 6 , P 7 , P 9 , P 10 , P 11 , P 12 , P 13 , P 14 --
The specification of pillars shown in Table 5 gives guidance in defining priorities in the tourism development strategy, i.e., the priorities for pillars improvement as determinants of their competitiveness. The authors have found that Albania and Serbia have 13 critical pillars in the first level priority of pillars. The Price competitiveness pillar (P8) is not included in the specification of pillars shown in Table 5 because all CEE countries have a better score in this pillar than Portugal (4.23), the best ranked European country in the top 15 according to price competitiveness. However, Albania and Serbia have lower performances compared to the average score of the CEE group even in this pillar.
In an exploration of the tourism competitiveness determinants, the benchmarking method will not fulfill its purpose if it is not used for a further in-depth analysis of the indicators within the pillars. For one country, the score of each pillar depends on the real values of the indicators within that pillar. Formulating national strategies for improving the tourism competitiveness in the CEE countries is not possible without concentrating on the precise setting of the target level of indicators within each pillar, using benchmarking. By applying this approach, benchmarking can, in a more correct and detailed way, show all critical determinants of the tourism competitiveness. This step can be performed by calculating the volume of a negative (problematic) deviation in the value of each indicator within the pillar. The identified critical deviations from the benchmark standard require improvement actions, and direct the policy makers and tourism development creators in the CEE countries to define the right goals. In the future period, each country should make efforts to achieve their determined goals in order to improve thire competitive score and their rank on both the European and the world TTCI lists.
Conslusion
The tourism industry plays an important role in the European development policy given its significant contribution to the GDP and employment. In addition, European countries are prominent tourist destinations and world leaders in terms of competitiveness. This supports the fact that the top three countries in the world, according to the tourism competitiveness, are European countries. However, not all countries in Europe are competitive tourist destinations. Therefore, the focus of the study is the group of the CEE countries, which are the ones that are not among the top 15 most competitive European destinations.
The results of the benchmarking method that is applied in the paper point out the competitive factors (pillars) that need to be improved by the CEE countries and indicate the priority of its improving. Cultural resources and business travel, Air transport infrastructure, Natural resources, Ground and port infrastructure, and Tourist service infrastructure are priority areas for improvement in the CEE countries in order that they should achieve a better position in the world. However, some CEE countries achievt higher scores and better competitiveness levels than the top 15 European countries in terms of Business environment, ICT readiness, and Prioritization of travel & tourism (Estonia); Health and hygiene (Croatia, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Bulgaria, Lithuania and the Slovak Republic); Safety and security (Slovenia); Human resources and labour market (Latvia); Environmental sustainability (Hungary); and Tourist service infrastructure pillars (Croatia, Bulgaria and Montenegro). All CEE countries show better performances in the case of Price competitiveness pillar than the best ranked country of the top 15 European countries. In addition, some CEE countries, in case of competitiveness in some pillars, do not reach the average score of the CEE group, so in the future, their tourism development policy, strategies and national action plans should focus on these factors of competitiveness. Upon achieving improvements in such factors, the CEE countries should strive to advance the pillars which can reach the average of the top 15 European countries.
The limitations of this study arise from the weakness of the TTCI methodology. However, this methodology provides a solid starting framework for the analysis of the T&T competitiveness. Using the benchmarking method at the TTCI level, subindices/pillars within the TTCI, and, especially, at the level of indicators within each of the TTCI pillars, every CEE country can identify the guidelines for defining a future strategy of the T&T development and a competitive position improvement. 
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